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current issues and are not to be 


The Church in Nazi Germany 
A Summary of the Situation After Three Years of Struggle 


[The following résumé was prepared for the Depart- 
ment by Henry S. Leiper, American Executive of the 
Universal Christian Council—Tue Epitor.]} 


It would be quite erroneous to suppose that the struggle 
in the German Church is a wholly new development. Many 
factors in it have been present for generations. Chief 
among them on the evangelical side was an extreme 
“other-worldliness” which had allowed the Church to be 
identified with the state, while the Church shut its eyes 
to many violent contradictions of its position. This had 
led long before Hitler to a great weakening of the Church’s 
hold upon the German people, who while nominally main- 
taining connection with it were in fact increasingly alien- 
ated. 

But with all its weaknesses, the Church nevertheless 
was far too conscious of its real mission to accept the 
religious implications of the Hitlerite doctrine which has 
actually functioned as a catalytic. In his book, My Battle, 
Hitler iterates again and again his belief in the spiritual 
and temporal supremacy of what he is pleased to call “the 
racial principle.” For hin man’s future, as he expressly 
says, depends not on anything that the Protestants or the 
Catholics may accomplish through their historic confes- 
sions but rather on the preservation and exaltation of 
“Aryan man.” This racial principle Hitler identifies 
completely with the will of God. He demands that Cath- 
olics and Protestants unite to promote it. 

To be sure, he insists that he does not intend interfer- 
ence in religious matters. In actual fact. however, he has 
not only encouraged a direct clash at the point above 
indicated but he has also given aid and comfort to those 
elements represented by the official philosopher of the 
party, Alfred Rosenberg—absolute and uncompromising 
enemy of the Christian view of life. (Cf. p. 48, Adolf 
Hitler, My Batile, Houghton Mifftin). 

Herein lies the key to an understanding of the essential 
religious conflict in contemporary Germany, although a 
corollary to the “racial principle” is likewise of great 
importance: namely, the “totalitarian theory” by which 
the state is virtually made to take the place of God in its 
sway over the consciences of men. Those responsible 
for the opposition, both Catholic and Protestant, have 
seen with increasing clarity the incompatibility with 
Christianity of both principles. 


GOVERNMENT COERCION 
For three years the National Socialist state has tried 
direct or indirect coercion in its determined efforts to 


bring both the Catholic and Protestant Churches into 
camp. It will be recalled that the first ambitious announce- 
ments of the party leaders implied the complete unification 
of Catholics and Protestants. Herr Hitler’s personal friend, 
the former army chaplain Ludwig Mueller, who became 
Reich Bishop on September 27, 1933, frequently hinted 
at this intended amalgamation. Judge August Jaeger, 
who was at first made Commissioner of Evangelical 
Churches in Prussia and later became the government's 
agent for the “Unification and Pacification” of the entire 
Evangelical Church, announced that he would require 
about a year to complete the amalgamation of the Catholic 
and Protestant church bodies. This idea, however, has 
been at least temporarily lost to view since the ignominious 
retirement of Mueller—in fact though not in theory—and 
the dismissal of Dr. Jaeger, whose coercive methods in 
Bavaria in 1934 created so much public indignation that 
Herr Hitler was forced to receive the protesting Protes- 
tant bishops on October 30 of that year and to promise 
that the party “would not attempt to arrive at a solution 
by force.” (Cf. George N. Shuster, Like a Might 
Army, D. Apeleton—Castiity Co., N. Y., 1935, p. 1303 

Following this obvious failure of the National Social- 
ists to bring the Church into line, there came a lull. Herr 
Hitler transferred to the office of the Minister of the 
Interior, Dr. Frick, the responsibility for “supervising 
the church conflict.” Dr. Frick assumed a position of 
neutrality. Practically all open coercion ceased, although 
the opposition in the Church was hindered at many points 
by the manifold regulations and activities of the secret 
police as well as by being denied the use of radio, press, 
and other usual aids to organized activity. 


“GERMAN CHRISTIANS” 


Not only did the earlier efforts of Mueller and Jaeger 
fail but it is likewise significant that the “German Chris- 
tians,” the organized group within the Church of those 
prepared to accept unhesitatingly the race theories and 
totalitarianism of Hitler, rapidly lost influence. The ex- 
cesses of some of their leaders partly accounted for this. 
Dr. Reinhold Krause, for example, at a great meeting in 
the Sports Palace on November 13, 1933, in commemora- 
tion of the four hundred and fiftieth anniversary of Lu- 
ther’s death, had demanded that the Church, its worship, 
and its doctrine should be cleansed of everything Jewish, 
that the whole Old Testament should be eliminated and 
what he called the “superstitious portions” of the New 
Testament including the teachings of human brotherhood 
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and humility. The crucifix must go and in its place must 
come “Jesus, the hero.” “As leaders,” he said, “we do not 
need a god enthroned in the far heavens but only a 
fighter . . . Worship of [German] heroes must become 
the worship of God. . . . The National Socialist party 
embodies the totality of God.” This speech and its reper- 
cussions marked a turn in the fortunes of the “German 
Christians” and forced Reich Bishop Mueller to admit 
publicly that “such opinions and demands were nothing 
more than an insupportable attack on the doctrines of 
the Church.” 


Tue CONFESSIONAL SYNOD 


The opposition formed a Pastors’ Emergency League 
and within a few weeks reported that of the 17,000 pastors 
in the German Evangelical Church, about 7,000 had 
identified themselves with the League. They demanded 
that Bishop Hossenfelder of Brandenburg, leader of the 
“German Christians,” be dismissed by Bishop Mueller, 
that the anti-Jewish church law be repudiated and along 
with it the “German Christian” heresies “including the 
doctrine that nationhood, history, and contemporary de- 
velopments [the evolution and ideology of the Hitler 
party] should rank with Holy Scripture as a second source 
of inspiration.” (Cf. Douglas Reed, “The German Church 
Conflict,” Foreign Affairs, April, 1934, p. 492). 

Another consequence of the Sports Palace meeting was 
that the more radical “German Christians” went to the 
Left, identifying themselves with the group calling itself 
the Third Confession. This rather amorphous collection 
of radicals led by Professor William Hauer, Dr. Berg- 
mann, Count von Reventlow, and Frau Ludendorff, are 
frankly pagan and base their activities at least in part 
upon the repudiation of Christianity and the elaboration 
of such doctrines as those of Alfred Rosenberg, official 
philosopher of the Nazi party. 

The Pastors’ Emergency League, which came to number 
almost 60 per cent of all evangelical pastors, resolved 
itself into a “Confessional Synod of the German Evan- 
gelical Church.” This body, which has an executive group 
known as the Brotherhood Council, met at Barmen on 
May 30, 1934, and adopted what amounts to a platform 
of evangelical principles. (See H. S. Leiper, The Church- 
State Struggle in Germany, page 10 and following). These 
“principles” expressed what Karl Barth has recently put 
in another form, “Christ, as Holy Writ bears witness, is 
the one word of God whom we hear, in whom we trust 
and confide in life and death.” Already it was plain to 
many that faith in Jesus Christ and in the Aryan doctrines 
of Adolf Hitler was absolutely impossible. But the great 
mass of the German people in the churches were not 
conversant with what had been taking place. The con- 
trolled press during most of the period of struggle has 
not been allowed to mention the opposition of the Church 
or to give the impression that any group in the Reich was 
successfully maintaining a stand in contradiction to the 
demands of Der Fuehrer. 


Later in 1934 at Barmen the Confessional Synod, deeply 
aroused by the results of a meeting of the National Synod 
of the Evangelical Church called by Reich Bishop Mueller, 
immediately after the death of President von Hindenburg, 
declared “obedience to this church government is disobedi- 
ence to God,” and the struggle between the official church 
government and the unofficial but actually very representa- 
tive Confessional Synod entered a long drawn out phase. 
For almost a year following these uncompromising tactics, 
the opposition succeeded in practically paralyzing the 


official church government. Many of the territorial synods 
throughout Germany attached themselves as units to the 
Confessional Church. The decrees and counter-decrees of 
Bishop Mueller went virtually unheeded until his position 
became wholly untenable because it was an open mockery 
of the highly publicized Nazi leadership principle. Nomi- 
nally head of the whole Church, he was actually in com- 
mand of little more than his own office staff. 

This state of affairs so irritated the National Socialist 
chiefs that in April, 1935, Dr. Frick announced that the 
government would abandon its policy of neutrality since 
no solution had been found by the church authorities for 
their differences. Although this threat was not immedi- 
ately carried out, the Cabinet promulgated a law on June 
26, 1935, by which there was set up a so-called Beschluss- 
stelle, or department for the settlement of disputes over 
legal questions in the church conflict. To this body was 
committed the task of deciding “whether the measures 
taken in the Evangelical Church since May 1, 1933, are 
legal or illegal.” 


Two CuurcH GOVERNMENTS 


“Its establishment revealed the confusion in the Evan- 
gelical Church administration where as a result of the 
staunch resistance put up by the opposition there have 
been [as pointed out above] two church governments, 
Many of the suspended pastors and church officials, more- 
over, had sued for damages in the German courts and 
often won their cases, a fact which embarrassed the Nazi 

uthorities.” (From “Religion in the Third Reich,” by 
Mildred S. Wertheimer, Foreign Policy Reports, January 
29, 1936.) The opposition regards this legal department 
as constituting virtually a “star chamber” court. In the 
decree which created it, the statement is made that it is 
not strictly bound by the church constitution, past church 
regulations, or church law precedents. As the German 
press was permitted to state in September 29, 1935, 
“formal justice does not need to: be recognized at all 
costs when its application would have absurd conse- 
quences.” At the head of this court, which is virtually 
able to create law as well as to interpret past law, is Dr. 
Hans Kerrl. In addition to his legal duties, Dr. Kerrl was 
given on July 18, 1935, the position of Reich Minister 
for Church Affairs. The decree appointing him was 
signed by Herr Hitler and gives him full authority over 
both Catholic and Protestant Churches. 

The degree of authority vested in Dr. Kerrl is such 
that it makes him in effect successor to Reich Bishop 
Mueller who has absolutely refused to resign and there- 
fore remains nominally in his high post. For the first 
few months after appointment, Dr. Kerr] studied his prob- 
lem, consulting with representatives of all factions, and 
managed to give the impression that he was prepared to 
be very fair in his treatment of the Confessional Synod— 
among whose members he is reported to have said that he 
found perfect loyalty to Germany coupled with very evi- 
dent deep spiritual conviction, He told the writer in 
August, 1935, that his plan was not to use force but to 
find a via media between the extremes and to put reliance 
mainly upon a group of men who had not identified them- 
selves either with the “German Christians” or with the 
active leadership of the Confessional Synod. Obviously 
individuals who in such a strenuous situation as that 
existing in Germany for the past several years were able 
to maintain complete neutrality are not individuals of 
aggressive temperament to say the least, and hence not 
apt to commend themselves to enthusiasts in either party, 
as events have proved. 
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Tue Kerri REGULATIONS 

In order to give greater official power to Dr. Kerrl, 
Herr Hitler promulgated a decree on September 24, 1935, 
which says among other things: “The Reich Minister for 
Church Affairs is empowered to issue decrees which have 
the force of law in order to restore order in the German 
Evangelical Church and in the evangelical territorial 
churches (Landeskirchen).” (Cf. Reichsgesetzblatt, I, 
September 28, 1935, p. 1178.) The Synods have lined 
up in general on one side or the other of the struggle; 
some became predominantly “German Christian” and com- 
lied with the various decrees of the Reich Bishop, others 
allied themselves with the Confessional Synod and paid 
no attention whatever to the orders of the official church 
government. It should be recalled that the non-conforming 
synods had established a temporary organization called 
Vorlaeufigen Leitung der Deutschen Evangelischen Kirche, 
located in Berlin, am Johannistisch No. 5, only a few 
hundred yards from the headquarters of Reich Bishop 
Mueller at Jebenstrasse No. 3. The major part of the 
funds of the churches were controlled by the Confessional 
Synod, through this Johannistisch office. Lest the situation 
might develop in which these funds normally collected 
from the church members through the agency of the civil 
government tax officials should be sequestered, the con- 
fessional group made voluntary subscriptions for at least 
two objectives: first, the support of the general organiza- 
tion in complete independence of the state, and, secondly, 
the establishment of theological seminaries where ministers 
could be trained without being subjected to the Nazi type 
of mingled political theory and theology. In this connec- 
tion it must be recalled that the theological faculties in 
German universities are all technically under government 
appointment and a thorough-going “purge” has removed 
practically all who would not give to the new doctrines of 
“Race, Blood, and Soil” concurrent status with the central 
teachings of Christianity. What happened to these funds 
will become clear a little later. 

In line with his announced plan for a directing body 
of neutrals, Dr. Kerrl procured the issuance on November 
3 of a decree providing for the appointment by himself 
of such a church directorate. This body was character- 
ized as being wholly temporary, to hold office for two 
years and to have power for the issuance of decrees 
tegulating church affairs as well as establishing funda- 
mental principles for future church administration. In 
cooperation with its dictator, the directorate has full 
power of financial administration, spiritual ordination, the 
appointment and dismissal of all officials. This refers to 
the national church. It obviously supersedes both the 
constitution of the church, adopted in 1933, and the 
administration set up under Reich Bishop Mueller. Direc- 
torates of a somewhat similar nature were provided by 
decree for the Landeskirchen—the provincial churches 
throughout the Reich. 

When the names of those appointed by Dr. Kerrl to 
this national church directorate were announced on Octo- 
ber 14, there was considerable encouragement given to 
the friends of the Confessional Synods by reason of the 
fact that of the eight chosen, seven were known to be 
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‘ponents of Reich Bishop Mueller and the “German 
Christians.” The technical leader of the directorate—the 
actual leader obviously is Dr. Kerrl—is Dr. Zoellner, a 
Lutheran superintendent, widely known throughout Ger- 
many. 
ConTINUING DIsPUTES 

The Confessional Synod was not to be taken in by the 
paevers of Dr. Kerrl and maintained an attitude of 
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considerable skepticism. They maintained that the state 
had no right to appoint such a body. Their claims were 
met, however, by advocates of compromise with the asser- 
tion that the body was merely temporary, and a matter 
of expediency rather than of principle. Dr. Zoellner and 
later Bishop Marahrens took this position not unnaturally, 
as they have been loud in their defense of historical Luth- 
eranism. While ready to give the state much more place 
in the divine order than many, they have nevertheless 
reserved for the Church a very high and distinctly differ- 
ent province. The crux of the matter, however, from the 
point of view of doctrine, came clearly to expression in a 
proclamation by the directorate on October 17 which, 
while it maintained that Christ was “Messiah and Savior 
of all nations and races,” and recognized his gospel as 
“the inviolable foundation of the German Evangelical 
Church,” affirmed in the same breath that “the National 
Socialist nation, a creation on the basis of Race, Blood, 
and Soil” was likewise part of the “inviolable foundation” 
of that Church. Dr. Kerrl, himself, professed to believe 
that this statement served “to establish a clear separation 
between the fields of politics and religion and still leave 
- _ its rights.” (Cf. New York Times, October 18, 
935.) 


It was not long before the strong suspicions aroused by 
this pronouncement found confirmation. Clearly seen 
was the unchanged purpose of the Nazi state to prostitute 
the religion of Christ to its own purposes by introducing 
even into the central affirmations of doctrine its widely 
heralded racial principle and nationalistic thesis based on 
“Blood and Soil.” After waiting two weeks for compli- 
ance on the part of the Confessional Synods—a compli- 
ance which was not given—the Minister for Church 
Affairs, who had openly renounced the use of force in 
“pacifying the Church,” apparently arranged to have the 
secret police raid the two independent theological semi- 
naries which had been set up by the Confessional Synods. 
The faculty and students were expelled, some under tem- 
porary arrest, and the buildings were sealed (Cf. New 
York Times, November 3 and 7, 1935). On the heels of 
this came a still more overt evidence of the real intention 
of Dr. Kerrl. The twenty-ninth of November found the 
secret police engaged in a raid of one Berlin office of the 
Confessional Brotherhood. At that time the voluntary 
contributions referred to above were all confiscated, just 
as in the early days of the revolution the funds of labor 
organizations and non-Nazi political groups were seized. 
There was no apparent legal excuse for this high handed 
action, but as there is no appeal on the part of churches 
save ultimately to Herr Kerrl’s own star chamber court, 
the chances of recovery are apparently nil. 


Nazi Doctrine vs. Doctrine 


As might have been expected, this renewal of coercion 
regalvanized the opposition into united action. Pastors 
loyal to the Confessional Synod stood up in their pulpits 
on Sunday, December 1, and read a declaration which 
stated plainly that the national government was itself 
responsible for the forcible intrusion of heretical doctrines 
into the official teaching of the German Evangelical 
Church. 

This, it must be remembered, is a charge quite different 
from the one previously made: namely, that the govern- 
ment was aiding and abetting pagan movements fostered 


by Rosenberg’s philosophy and the teachings of leaders 
of the German Faith Movement to whom reference was 
made in an earlier paragraph. With all his disregard of 
the original promises of the Nazi party to respect the 
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freedom and independence of the Church, Reich Bishop 
Mueller at least had not formally declared Nazi teachings 
a part of the fundamental doctrine of the Evangelical 
Church. It was perfectly clear to the opposition pastors 
that Dr. Kerrl had done just this. Their declaration 
had what may have been an unexpected effect. It resulted 
in the issuance on December 2 by Dr. Kerrl of a decree, 
the object of which was to destroy utterly the Confessional 
Synod by forbidding any “church associations or groups,” 
other than the official church government, from carrying 
on either executive or administrative activity. The decree 
denied to such groups—the Confessional Synods of course 
being referred to—the ordination or appointment of pas- 
tors, the selection of officials for strictly church officers, 
the making of parish inspections, the drawing up of 
instructions or the issuing of announcements from the 
pulpits, the collection or administration of church funds, 
voluntary or otherwise, and the summoning of synods. 
With the customary lip service to the form of religious 
freedom, the decree included the assertion that “freedom 
of preaching in the Church and the promotion of religious 
fellowship” are not affected by the foregoing stipulations! 
(Cf. The Times, London, December 3, 1935.) 

The matter did not stop there. Confessional leaders 
openly disobeyed the church dictator’s commands. One 
bishop who has since been forced to apologize, ordained 
in public five theological candidates the day following 
the decree and in his sermon declared, “Whatever may 
come, we believe that there will always remain the Biblical 
seven thousand who will not bend their knees before false 
gods.” (New York Times, December 4, 1935.) The issue 
is plainly stated by the Prussian Brotherhood Council of 
the Confessional Synod as follows: “The whole life of 
our church has been submitted to state administration. . . . 
The Minister makes all important decisions . . . in accord- 
ance with the political leadership principle. He governs 
the church as might be expected, according to political 
considerations. . . . It is a political administration of the 
church by means of brute force, in the spirit of the 
‘German Christians.’ The Minister has not even left any 
doubts about ultimate questions of faith. Political gospel 
has been proclaimed and supported by falsified Bible quo- 
tations. . .. A political church is no longer a church of 
Jesus Christ.” (Cf. Manchester Guardian Weekly, Janu- 
ary 10, 1936, and New York Times, December 5, 1935.) 


Tue Latest DEVELOPMENTS 


As this goes to press the faithful in Germany are look- 
ing forward with anxiety to learn what will follow the 
gathering of Confessional church leaders at Bad Oeyn- 
hausen, February 22-24. The assembly was permitted 
to meet although in defiance of Dr. Kerrl. There is now 
a three cornered contest between the government repre- 
sented by Dr. Kerrl, the extreme protesting group led by 
Pastors Niemoeller and Jacobi, and the compromisers led 
by Bishop Marahrens, who resigned the leadership of the 
Confessional Synod and has been rewarded by being 
appointed head of the temporary Kerr! directorate in his 
diocese. The same reward was given simultaneously to 
two other bishops who have been much more ready to 
compromise than Bishop Marahrens—Bishop Paulsen of 
Schleswig Holstein and Bishop Johnsen of Brunswick. 
The Bad Oeynhausen Synod recorded its judgments in a 
set of resolutions which repose in the hands of the gov- 


Printed in U. S. A. 


ernment. As transmitted by the New York Times of 
February 24, the significant passages indicate the flat 
rejection of Nazi totalitarian ideas. 

It is not safe to predict the outcome, although one can 
hazard the guess that the strong opposition led by Dr, 
Niemoeller will remain true to the uncontaminated gospel 
of the universal Christ no matter what further steps are 
taken either by the persecuting official church government 
or the compromising groups who comfort themselves with 
the twofold expectation—on the one hand that Herr Hitler 
intends ultimately to keep his promises to respect the in- 
tegrity of the Church and on the other that the present 
dictatorial church government by state officials and their 
direct appointees is only temporary. 


No account of the situation is realistic which does not 


‘point out the crucial fact that no amount of sacrifice on 


the part of the present generation of Christian leaders 
will mean ultimate triumph if the government is able to 
go through with its plan of controlling the mind of youth. 
There is altogether too much evidence at present that the 
struggle at this point is going against the Church. 


In the Current Periodicals 


Survey Graphic. (New York) February, 1936. 


Fitch, John A. “A Man Can Talk in Homestead.”—Mr. 
Fitch, who has known the “steel towns” for many years, 
found that “many individual steel workers have, just now, a 
sense of freedom that has been notably absent from the steel 
mills since the Homestead strike of 1892,” and that “this sense 
of freedom is resulting in certain steps in the direction of 
independent, collective action of a type that has been equally 
rare, ... These steps toward independence are being taken 
...in the company unions.” In several communities confer. 
ence bodies of delegates from the company unions of th 
different plants have been organized. Developments in the 
future will depend largely upon “the degree of statesmanship 
that the unions are able to muster, the attitude of the com 


by relieving the workers of the responsibility of maintaining 
their own organizations, weaken their sense of independence 


Social Frontier. (New York) January, 1936. 


Raup, R. Bruce, associate professor of education, Teacher 
College, Columbia University. “Shall We Use the Class Dynamic?’ 
—“The fundamental conflict of economic interests does call fo 
vigorous measures. . . . But the educators believe that the struggk 
between these conflicting interests must be carried on withot 
resort to an absolute class dynamic. . . . Economic justice rank 
high among human goods; but there are other goods which mu 
be considered in a program of social reconstruction. We mus 
remember that the democratic ideal, when applied in political 
other relations, has been a powerful dynamic even in the realm 
improving the economic lot of the underprivileged. Shall 
surrender it now, just when the basic economic relations of 
people are coming into desperate need of new direction and 
— This is the most crucial test of the democratic way 
ife.” 


Fortnightly Review. (London, Eng.) January, 1936. 

Stein, Giinther. “Nationalist Japan Speaks Out.”—Jap: 
Nationalists are convinced that “Japan’s present foreign policy i 
actuated by religious and philosophical motives”; that their “fai 
in being chosen rulers of the world” is “perfectly compatible wi 
an exceedingly strong sense of frustration, and even persecution’ 
and that the Emperor of Japan is “the personification” of an i 
Japanese naval officials are dreaming of expansion in the Sout 
Pacific even to Siam. The Nationalists, especially in mili 
circles, have “a radical scheme for domestic reform,” which 


in part from the conviction that “Japan’s world-wide mission # { 


contingent upon her own righteousness.” 
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